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0

n July 25, 1932, Florida Governor Doyle Carlton received
a highly unusual telegram from United States Secretary of
War Patrick Hurley. Telegrams from the War Department
rarely passed across Carlton's desk. Unexpectedly, the telegram did
not concern defense expenditures or other military operations but
instead expressed Hurley's concerns about a small community of
Filipino migrants. "Press dispatches from West Palm Beach, Florida
allege in substance that Filipinos working in Canal Point-Pahokee
district were on July 23rd ordered by residents of that district to
leave not later than today and that, as result, thirty Filipinos had
hurriedly left on July 23 and others were preparing to leave,"
Hurley informed Carlton via Western Union. 1 Hurley's telegram
referred to the violence that beset Canal Point (a small farming
community located near West Palm Beach on Lake Okeechobee)
on Saturday July 23, when a mob of over 200 white farmers threatened to bum down the homes of forty-five Filipino farmers and
their families unless they left the area. Fearing for their safety, the
Filipinos fled to nearby Indiantown. By Monday, news of the attack
on the Filipinos of Canal Point had reached the New York Times and
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the Atlanta Constitution. Hurley requested that Carlton investigate
the matter immediately "in order that an accurate statement of the
facts may be communicated to the government of the Philippine
islands and in view of the special relation of the War Department
to that government." 2
Although Hurley was concerned about the potential consequences for the colonial and military relationship between the
U.S. and the Philippines, as news of the incident spread Americans
from all walks of life along with numerous other government and
diplomatic officials urged Governor Carlton to confront the violence against Filipinos in his state and used Canal Point to draw
attention to violence against Filipinos in the United States more
generally. In January of 1930, mobs of white men had set fire to
and destroyed the Filipino sections of Watsonville, California (in
the heart of the state's inland agricultural center) over a three day
period and viciously assaulted the Filipinos who tried to escape,
injuring many and killing one man, Fermin Tobera. Whites in Watsonville and throughout California argued that the mob's actions
were a justified response to both Filipino criminality (prior to the
riot police had found a Filipino man with sixteen-year-old and eleven-year-old white girls in his bed-indications to locals that Filipinos engaged in "perverse" sexual behavior) and to the unfair labor
competition that accompanied Filipinos who settled on the West
Coast. Others noted the mob's focus on a Filipino-run taxi dance
hall in Watsonville that employed local white women and argued
that it was white male jealousy of white women's preference for Filipino men that contributed to the attacks. 3 Filipinos on the other
side of the Pacific cited racial prejudice as a cause for the violence
when they learned of the lack of arrests in Tobera's death. Whatever the cause, the Watsonville Riots (as they came to be known in
the media) reflected the discrimination and dehumanization that
Filipinos living on the West Coast faced on a daily basis while the
violence directed towards the Filipinos living in Canal Point confirmed that such reactions to the "little brown brothers" were not
isolated incidents. The War Department's response to the Canal
Point incident was more immediate and firm than the reaction to
the events in Watsonville, reflecting the Department's desire to

2
3

Hurley to Carlton, telegram,July 25, 1932, Carlton Records.
Frederick F. Forbes, "Golden State Again Goes Anti-Oriental: Filipinos the Latest Victims," New York Times, February 2, 1930, 52.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss4/2

2

Hinnershitz: An Incident at Canal Point: Filipinos and Florida's Role in Ameri
AN INCIDENT AT

CANAL POINT

415

rectify past and prevent potential incidents of anti-Filipino violence
in the United States. 4
The Canal Point incident made Florida a site of tension in the
imperial relationship between the United States and the Philippines. Violence against Filipinos on the West Coast was, unfortunately, a common occurrence by the early 1930s, but when such
actions occurred in Florida where Filipinos were a minority, it
signaled larger troubles. While historians have connected Florida to California by emphasizing their similarities in agricultural,
business, and tourism development, Filipino violence in the Sunshine State draws a more troubling and violent parallel between
the two coasts. 5 The Canal Point attacks drew nationwide attention
to both the violation of Filipino rights as colonial subjects residing in the United States and Florida's influence on the future of
American colonial undertakings after the Watsonville Riots. This
was not the first time that Florida was involved in an international
imbroglio following the improper treatment of immigrants within
its borders. 6 However, the nationwide responses to the attack on
the Filipinos at Canal Point make this incident crucial for understanding the significance of Florida in discussions of Filipino rights
and a colonial system that was becoming increasingly unfavorable
by the 1930s. A number of Americans (including Governor Carlton) demanded justice for the Filipinos whose rights were violated
at a time when African Americans rarely received similar treatment following racial violence-a fact that speaks to the ability of
diplomacy to trump accepted racist practices in Jim Crow America.
More importantly, this is a story about the connections between
racial violence and imperialism that presented avenues of redress
to Filipinos that were not available to other immigrant and minority groups. The responses of both the Florida government and the
nation to the violence directed towards Filipinos in Canal Point are

4

5

6

See Paul Kramer, The Blood of Government: Race, Empire, the United States, and
the Philippines (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 407430 and Michael P. Showalter, "The Watsonville Anti-Filipino Riot of 1930:
A Reconsideration of Fermin Tobera's Murder," Southern California Quarterly
71, no. 4 (Winter 1989): 341-348 for more on the Watsonville Riots and their
aftermath.
See Henry Knight, Tropic of Hopes: California, Florida, and the Selling of American
Paradise, 1869-1929 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida: 2013) for more on
the commercial and agricultural development of Florida and California.
See Jerrell H. Shafer, "Murders at Kiss-Me-Quick: The Underside of International Affairs," Florida Historic Quarterly 62, no. 3 (Winter 1984): 332-338.
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crucial, yet overlooked incidents in the longer history of imperial
and Florida history.
Filipinos found themselves in Florida during the early decades
of the twentieth century for the same reasons that many others
did: economic opportunities. When railroad magnate Henry Flagler first realized in the 1890s that land development could go
hand-in-hand with the expansion of his railroad operations, he
recruited various "pioneers" who would travel to Florida and transform the scrub and swamp-ridden terrain into arable plots of land
and potential tourist destinations for the wealthy. 7 Flagler recruited Japanese farmers with knowledge of pineapple, cucumber, and
tomato cultivation to settle in the area around current-day Boca
Raton and clear the land for a railroad connecting Jacksonville to
the southern coast. 8 During the 1920s, land speculators flocked to
southern Florida to build resorts and homes in hopes of making
a quick fortune. 9 Speculation did not go as planned and the land
bubble "burst" by the time the Depression hit beginning in the
early 1930s. However, Florida's bountiful crops and longer growing season still held employment opportunities (albeit often with
deplorable -working conditions) in migratory agricultural labor.
Bahamian and African Americans performed the low-paying and
back-breaking work of harvesting and planting sugarcane in areas
like Belle Glade before moving on to other jobs on the East Coast,
but by the Depression, hungry and desperate workers of all racial

7

8

9

See Les Standiford, Las~ Train to Paradise: Henry Flagl.er and the Spectacu/,ar Rise
and Fall of the Railroad that Crossed an Ocean (New York: Crown Publishers,
2003); Seth Bramson, The Greatest Railroad Story Ever Told: Henry Flagl.er and the
Florida East Coast Railway '.s Key West Extension (Charleston, SC: History Press,
2011); and Gregg M. Turner, A Journey into Florida Railroad History (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 2012) for more information on the history of the
Florida East Coast Railway.
"Yamato," Spanish River Papers, Volume VI, 1 (October 1977), 3. See also "Brief
History of Bocca Raton," Spanish River Papers, Volume II, 2 (May 1973), fr7
and ''Yamato and Morikami: The Story of the Japanese Colony and Some of its
Settlers," Spanish River Papers Volume XIII, 3 (Spring 1985), 7-11.
See Barry Eichengreen, Hall of Mirrors: The Great Depression, the Great Recession,
and the Uses-and Misuses-of History (Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press, 2015), 17-19, 24, 28, 31-33, and 64. See also Barry Nolan, Fifty Feet in
Paradise: The Booming of Florida (San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1984), Jack Emerson Davis and Raymond Arsenault, eds., Paradise Lost?: The
Environmental History of Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005),
and Gary R. Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State ofDreams: A Social History of Modern Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005) for more on general
Florida history and development.
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and ethnic backgrounds (including poor whites from neighboring
states and as far as away as Oklahoma) came to Florida for work. 10
Filipinos were among those who sought economic gains in Florida. Filipino students (or pensionados) who were sons and daughters
of the Filipino colonial elite were some of the earliest to arrive in
the United States beginning in 1903, but by the 1920s, more selfsupporting, male students and laborers (or manongs) migrated to
Hawaii and the West Coast for education and agricultural opportunities. Many also traveled to Alaska for summer work in the salmon
canning industries, including students who would return at the
beginning of the academic year to continue their studies. According to the writings of famed Filipino laborer Carlos Bulosan and
other manongs, Filipino men came to the United States in hopes of
a better future while believing that they were American and therefore deserving of the very best the United States had to offer.11 As
colonial subjects (or officially American nationals), Filipinos were
allowed to enter the United States when other Asian groups such
as Chinese and Japanese were excluded by a string of discriminatory laws targeting Asians and later the sweeping Immigration Act
of 1924. 12 As a result, Filipinos often identified as a unique ethnic group with American rights. Also, Filipinos were raised under
the American system of colonial rule that embraced benevolent
assimilation and American-style public schools. As a result, Filipinos expected to live in the United States with relative ease; however, that was rarely the case. Along the West Coast, Filipinos
10

See Jacqueline Jones, The Dispossessed: America's Underclasses from the Civil War to
the Present (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 233-267, and Cindy Hahamovitch,
The Fruits of Their Labor: Atlantic Coast Farmworkers and the Making of Migrant
Poverty, 1870-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997),

11

12

114-116.
See Carlos Bulosan, America is in the Heart: A Personal History (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014, reprint) for a classic, semi-autobiographical
account of a Filipino migrant laborer's experiences along the West Coast.
The political status of Filipinos during American rule were a product of the
Insular Cases, a series of court cases relating to citizenship in American _colonies and territories (primarily Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and the Philippines)
brought before the Supreme Court during the early twentieth century. Generally, the Insular Cases established the principle that the rights of American
citizenship did not necessarily "follow the flag." See Bartholomew H. Sparrow,
The Insular Cases and the Emergence of American Empire (Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas, 2006); Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: illegal Aliens and the Making
ofModern America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006); and Christina Duffy Burnett and Burk Marshall, ed., Foreign in a Domestic Sense: Puerto
Rico, American Expansion, and the Constitution (Durham: Duke University Press,
2001) for more on the unique political status of Filipinos.
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encountered signs with the message "No Filipinos Allowed" that
barred them from employment and public services and also faced
brutal violence and discrimination. They quickly learned that they
were not Americans, but rather "yellow," simply one more component of an unwelcome and unwanted racial minority in the U.S. 13
Despite their less-than-ideal reception, many Filipino laborers
remained in the United States, including the small community that
made its way to Canal Point in Okeechobee County. 14 Canal Point
(known by a number of earlier names including New Town, Long
Beach, and Nemaha until the completion of the West Palm Beach
Canal in 1917) benefitted from the Southern States Land and Timber Company, which planted several varieties of sugarcane in the
area in 1917 as an experiment to determine the potential monetary
value of the crop. The experiment proved successful and the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) constructed a Sugarcane Field
Station and assisted local farmers with sugarcane production. Lake
Okeechobee's climate for sugarcane growth appealed to private
business owners as well as the government. In 1922 English-born
immigrant Frederick E. Bryant (who had encouraged the USDA to
consider Canal Point as the site for its station) partnered with E.T.
Anderson to establish the Florida Sugar and Food Products Company and constructed a sugar mill in Canal Point. Canal Point's
location on the West Palm Beach Canal, which connected to the
Florida East Coast Railway, and proximity to recently constructed highway completed in 1924 a few miles north allowed smallscale sugarcane farmers as well as the larger corporations to ship
their crops to out-of-state markets. By the early 1930s, sugarcane
growers transformed Canal Point from an uninhabited swamp to
an agricultural center with diverse crops. While the 1928 "Killer
Hurricane" inflicted some damage on Canal Point, the town was
spared from severe devastation and continued to develop, creating
a need for agricultural labor. As a result, poor white and African
American families moved from northern Florida and surrounding areas during the late 1920s to work in sugar cane production.
13

14

See Rick Baldoz, The Third Asiatic Invasion: Migration and Empire in Filipino
America, 1898-1946 (New York: New York University Press, 2011); Dorothy Fujita-Rony, American Workers, Cownial Power: Philippine Seattle and the Transpacific
West, 1919-1941 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); and Angelo
Ancheta, Race, Rights, and the Asian American Experience (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 2006) for more on the Filipino experience.
Little is known of the background of the Filipinos of Canal Point save that they
came to Florida from California during the late 1920s.
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The Depression saw a more diverse influx of migrants, including
Filipinos. By the time of the Canal Point incident, Filipino sharecroppers (an anomaly for southern Florida) had resided in Canal
Point for three years after a white resident with 2000 acres of sugar
cane in nearby Pahokee recruited help for the production of the
labor-intensive and time-consuming crop. 15 Eventually, more Filipinos migrated to the area, following the demands for labor that
accompanied the different planting and harvesting seasons. Some
(such as those who would be driven from Canal Point) were able
to become tenant farmers and begin "truck farming" (as referred
to in the sources, although market gardening is more appropriate
in this case) .
Unfortunately, the varied racial make-up of Canal Point by the
1930s proved fertile ground for racial strife. Florida's reputation
for racial conflict spread nationwide following the Rosewood Massacre of 1923, when local whites set fire to the black community of
Rosewood (located in Levy County on the Gulf Coast near Gainesville) and brutally murdered many of its inhabitants. Rumors that
a black man from Rosewood had raped a white woman prompted
the violence, but an alarmingly high rate of lynching in Florida
during the early twentieth century fueled the racial tension in the
region. 16
But white violence was also directed at immigrant communities in the Sunshine State. On the morning of November 28, 1932,
police in Cedar Key, a Gulf fishing community located ten miles
west of Rosewood, discovered the local jail burnt to the ground
and found within the remains a pile of charred bodies. The bodies
15

16

There are few written accounts of Canal Point's history apart from the write-up
on the Palm Beach County Historical Society's webpage < http://www.pbchistoryonline.org/page/canal-point> (accessed June 8, 2016).
For more on anti-black violence in Florida during the late nineteenth through
the twentieth century, see Maxine Jones, "The Rosewood Massacre and the
Women Who Survived It," Flnrida Historical Quarterly 76 (Fall 1997): 193-208;
Thomas R. Dye, "The Rosewood Massacre: History and the Making of Public Policy," The Public Historian 19 (Summer 1997): 25-39; David R. Colburn,
"Rosewood and America in the Early Twentieth Century," Flnrida Historical
Quarterly 76 (Fall, 1997): 175-192; Michael Lee Correia, "African Americans
and Chinsegut Hill," Tampa Bay History 20 (Fall/Winter 1998): 51-63; Robert
Cassanello, ''Violence, Racial Etiquette, and African-American Working Class
'Infrapolitics' in Jacksonville during World War I," Flnrida Historical Quarterly
82 (Fall 2003): 155-169; Paul Ortiz, Emancipation Betrayed: The Hidden History of
Black Organizing and White Violence in Florida from Reconstruction to the Bl,oody Election of 1920 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), and Gilbert King,
Devil in the Grove: Thurgood Marshall, the Groveland Bays, and the Dawn of a New
America (New York: Harper, 2013).
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belonged to George Georgicu, Stathisjohanaunon, and Theodore
Smarkos, three Greek sailors who lived in Tarpon Springs (near
Tampa) and made a living gathering sea sponges. The three men
found their way to Cedar Key during a fishing expedition. On
November 27, Cedar Key Justice of Peace T. W. Brewer and special constable Thomas Booth arrested the three men for suspected
theft. The county coroner conducted a special investigation into
the deaths of the three Greeks and ruled that blows to the men's
skulls revealed that they had been beaten and were dead before
the fire destroyed the jail. State Attorney General C. Adkins and
Governor Doyle Carlton, called for the removal of Brewer from
his post and both Brewer and Booth were placed on trial at the
Levy County Court in Bronson, Florida, in December. Testimony
from the trial and witnesses revealed that Brewer and Booth (who
were known to give ethnic minorities a "hard time") were drunk
when they arrested the Greeks and robbed them of money before
throwing them injail. 17 The prosecution argued that Brewer and
Booth set fire to the jail to cover up their murder of the Greeks.
While the court was conducting the trial, the Italian Consulate in
New Orleans placed pressure upon Carlton to carry through with
justice, including paying restitution funds to the victims' surviving
family members because, while they were Greek, they had sailed
under the Italian flag and had lived in Italy before arriving in the
United States. Following the lynching of eleven Italians in New
Orleans in 1891, the Italian Consulate became heavily invested in
protecting Italian citizens across the United States, as did national
and Florida-based Greek associations. 18 For decades, Italians and
Greeks had received discriminatory treatment from white southerners, and for many Greeks, the Cedar Key incident was another outrage in a longer line of atrocities. There was a modicum of
justice for the Greek community whep Brewster and Booth were
found guilty of premeditated murder, served limited jail terms,
and were later removed from their positions. However, as Carlton
would soon discover, he and the state of Florida would become
17
18

J.

B. Richardson to Doyle Carlton, undated, File Folder 7, Carton 52, Series
2014, State Archives of Florida.
See Alan G. Gauthreax, "An Inhospitable Land: Anti-Alien Sentiment and Violence in Louisiana, 1891-1924," Louisiana History:Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 51, no. 1 (Winter 2010): 41-68 for more on the New Orleans
lynching. For information on Italians in Florida, see Stephano Luconi, "Tampa's 1910 Lynching: The Italian-American Perspective and Its Implications,"
Florida Historical Quarterly 88, no.I (Summer 2009): 30-53.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss4/2

8

Hinnershitz: An Incident at Canal Point: Filipinos and Florida's Role in Ameri
AN

INCIDENT AT CANAL POINT

421

embroiled in yet another international predicament when the
racial and ethnic violence that existed in Florida created a hotbed
of unrest in Canal Point. 19
Similar to the Cedar Key murders, investigations into the Canal
Point incident began with uncertainties. Who first learned of the
threats to Filipinos in Canal Point remains unclear. As early as July
24, one day following the attack, newspapers outside of Florida had
picked up the story. The New York Times ran a small column providing the basic details, but the Atlanta Constitution published a longer
account that delved into the deeper racial background of Canal
Point and attempted to establish a cause for the violence. 20 The Constitution reported that "200 irate white residents" had ordered thirty Filipinos out of their community after "an episode that involved
a Filipino man and a white girl," presumably an incident that was
sexual or romantic in nature. Chief of Police F.R. Harrison from
Pahokee (near Canal Point) reported to the Constitution that "one
of the colonists had admitted to him his guilt in the affair with the
white girl" and this incident, coupled with a "resentment of longstanding against the presence of the Filipino farmers," had been
"brought to a fevered heat by reports that 2,000 more Filipinos
were coming in [to Florida] from California." 21 The settlement of
Filipinos in Canal Point "rendered white Everglades growers fearful
that their section in the future might have to cope with racial agricultural problems as have been experienced in parts of California,"
referencing the Watsonville Riots and other incidents of violence
directed towards the Filipinos on the West Coast. 22 As a result, "200
white residents of the Canal Point-Pahokee district went to the little
Filipino colony and emphatically ordered inhabitants to be gone"
by Monday, July 24. After the white residents had "emphatically
ordered" the Filipinos to leave (save fifteen who were permitted to
remain and harvest the crops they had previously planted), the Filipinos fled to nearby Indiantown while others were making plans to
go to Cuba. 23 Despite the forced evacuation of Filipinos from their
homes, Harrison managed to address a crowd of fifteen white men
on the afternoon ofJuly 24 and after doing so "was convinced· that
19
20
21
22
23

For more on the Cedar Key case, see Shofner, "Murders at Kiss-Me-Quick: The
Underside oflnternational Affairs."
"Filipino Colonists Quit Florida Farms," New York Times,July 26, 1932, 8.
White Farmers Oust Filipinos in Florida," Atlanta Constitution, July 24, 1932,
12B.
"White Farmers Oust Filipinos," 12B.
Ibid.
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danger of any outbreak of violence was passed." Per the Watsonville
Riots, conflicts over land, race, and sex were believed to be at the
root of the Canal Point raid on the Filipino community. 24
Soon after the Constitution article appeared, concerns and
questions from government officials and politicians poured into
Governor Carlton's office. In addition to Secretary of War Patrick Hurley's demand for an investigation of the attack, William
Simons of the New York chapter of the Anti-Imperialist League
of the United States sent a telegram to Carlton on July 25 calling for more information as well as protection for the Filipinos
of Canal Point and Florida more generally. First founded in June
of 1898 during the Spanish-American War as the American AntiImperialist League, the organization included such high-profile
members as Mark Twain, William Jennings Bryan, Andrew Carnegie, and others who argued both against America's involvement
in an imperialist war and the annexation of the Philippines. When
the war ended and the Philippines became part of the American
empire, the League continued to protest American imperialist
goals in pamphlets and other publications, arguing that imperialism soiled America's patriotic ideas, led to economic dependency,
fueled further war, and created opportunities for the breakdown
of the Anglo-Saxon make-up of the United States. The League's
popularity declined following the end of the Philippine-American
War in 1902 and although the League officially disbanded as the
anti-imperialist organ that focused on the Philippines by 1920,
it continued to function (although as a lesser form of its robust
early years) in a decentralized fashion as smaller chapters of the
renamed Anti-Imperial League of the United States popped up
across the country. However, members' continued interests in antiimperialism and the rights of Filipinos brought the Canal Point
incident to their attention. 25
The cable from Simons revealed concerns for the negative
impact of imperialism on Filipinos living in the United States. He
24
25

Ibid.
See Edelwina C. Legaspi, "The Anti-Imperialist Movement in the United States
1898-1900: With Special Emphasis on the Role of the Anti-Imperial League,"
Philippine Social Sciences andHumanities Review33, no. 3/4 (1968): 209-314;Jim
Zwick, "The Anti-Imperialist League and the Origins of Filipino-American
Oppositional Solidarity," Amerasia Journal 24, no. 2 (1998): 64-88; Berkeley
Tompkins, "The Old Guard: A Study of the Anti-Imperialist Leadership," Historian 30, no. 3 (Summer 1968): 366-388; and Paul Kramer, Blood of Government,
~ 17-123 for more on the League, its mission, and its influence on policy and
ideas towards imperialism and colonialism.
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"protest[ed] against [the] driving out Filipinos from Canal Point"
and demanded "they be allowed to return with reimbursement of
all losses at Florida's expense." 26 Simons also relayed the League's
demand for "punishment of those who drove them out. "27 These
demands were not drastically different from many of the other telegrams and resolutions sent to Carlton that would follow; however,
Simons' emphasis on using the Canal Point incident to demand
"immediate unconditional independence [for the] Philippine
Islands and social, political, and economic equality for Filipinos
in the United States" went beyond concerns for imperialism to
include concerns for the treatment and reception of Filipinos in
Florida, making the state an important example of imperial injustices. 28
Simons' response to the Canal Point incident represents the
different reactions to the plight of Filipinos in Florida and Watsonville. In the days and months after the violence in Watsonville and
surrounding areas in California, calls from West Coast politicians
for independence for the Philippines grew. Rather than a genuine
concern for the sovereignty of the Philippines, many of these calls
came from legislators and others who wished to curtail Filipino
migration to the United States. If the Philippines were to receive
its independence, then Filipinos would no longer be nationals and
would be held to the same restrictions as other Asian immigrants.
Limiting the number of Filipinos who came to the United States
would limit the number of encounters between Filipino men and
white women and between Filipinos and whites more generally.
Many who claimed to be anti-imperialists during the early twentieth century used Watsonville as proof that Filipinos who came to
the United States unrestricted would only add to the nation's existing racial tensions. 29
When much of the violence targeting Filipinos was concentrated in California, it was relatively easy to regard such attacks as
a California problem that stemmed from the varied racial and ethnic makeup of the region and its history of anti-Asian sentiments.
But when violence against Filipinos in Florida began to make news,
it became apparent to Americans that this was a problem that
reached beyond the West Coast and spoke to the larger concerns of
26
27
28
29

William Simons to Doyle Carlton, telegram,July 25, 1932, File Folder 12, Carton 66, Carlton Records.
Simons to Carlton, telegram.
Ibid. Emphasis mine.
See Kramer, B/,ood of Government, 407-414, 428-432.
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imperialism and colonialism. Not only were Filipinos racial minorities in Florida, but their status as colonial subjects made them vulnerable to attacks and exploitation. Simons touched on this issue
when he demanded Filipinos receive full protection-not because
they were colonial subjects, but because they were "people who
deserved the rights and protections regardless of their political
standing or race. "30 His calls for justice to be meted out to those
who drove the Filipinos from their homes and for the state of Florida to pay for the suffering the Filipinos endured was not an argument on behalf of Filipino subjects but rather on behalf of Filipinos
as people living within the jurisdiction of the United States and
entitled to the same protections as citizens. Carlton assured Simons
in a letter dated July 26 that he had "directed the officials of the
territory in which these citizens are located to give every possible
protection to these people. "31
Nationwide interest in the Florida Filipinos prompted Carlton
to push for an investigation to uncover exactly what happened and
who was responsible for the violence in Canal Point. On July 25,
Carlton sent a telegram to West Palm Beach Sherriff Robert Baker
seeking more details on the event. Ever the responsible governor
concerned for his state's economic and agricultural development,
Carlton closed his telegram to Baker with a reminder that "it is
unfortunate that this should arise at a time when the federal government is aiding the Everglades Project," referring to the government's subsidies for sugarcane growth and production in Canal
Point and surrounding areas. 32 Carlton's sympathy for the Filipinos was difficult to gauge, but his concerns for the relationship
between his state and the War Department as well as that between
the federal government's subsidies and Florida sugarcane were
clear. For Carlton, this was a matter of political embarrassment,
a bungle on behalf of the local law enforcement that allowed this
event to create negative press for Florida.
Carlton and Hurley's reactions to the Canal Point violence
reflect the peculiar place of Filipinos in Florida and in the South
more generally. Within the state of Florida, lynchings, attacks, and
even the Rosewood Massacre garnered little outrage from the state
government. Carlton, however, personally responded to those
30
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from across the nation who wrote in demanding he do something
to address the violence at Canal Point. Why would the attack on
forty-five Filipinos (a relatively isolated group in Florida and in the
South at the time-911 were reported in the 1930 census) receive a
flurry of outrage from politicians when reports of lynched African
Americans were commonplace at the time? 33 As Hurley suggested
in his telegram, Filipinos in the United States were an extension of
the colonial relationship between the U.S. and the Philippines; any
wrongdoing to them might have severe consequences for the colonial system. The Canal Point incident (and its accompanying media
attention) was an opportunity to perhaps correct past wrongdoings
during the Watsonville Riots. Also, in Carlton's response to the
Anti-Imperialist League, he referred to the Filipinos as "citizens"
rather than subjects-an indication that addressing the rights of
Filipinos and their protection was the proper way to handle this
particular incident. Hurley was concerned that Canal Point might
negatively affect the colonial relationship while Carlton in turn
worried that the War Department's disapproval of his handling of
the affair would curtail federal spending in Florida. A mix of economics and imperialism shaped Carlton's response to Canal Point,
which was more than Governor Cary Hardee invested in the Rosewood Massacre. Hardee established a special investigative committee for the violence against African Americans, but was otherwise
largely disinterested in the massacre. Few incidents of violence
directed towards African Americans in Florida received extended
calls for protection from southern state governors or officials, but
the Filipinos of Florida were at the top of Carlton's list of priorities.
On July 26, 1932, Carlton's requests for more details on the
incident from the West Palm Beach Police Department arrived in
the form of a vague report from Chief Deputy Sheriff W.H. Lawrence. Lawrence maintained that his office did not learn of the
unrest in Canal Point until news came across his desk from a local
paper, at which point he went straight to Canal Point to speak with
Filipinos who remained in the area. When he arrived, however,
locals informed him that all of the Filipinos had fled to nearby
Indiantown after about 200 white residents "told them to vacate the
section." Lawrence did manage to find six Filipinos who were "in
hiding" outside of Canal Point and claimed they stated, "no threats
were made [by whites]; that there was no disorder; that none of the
parties appeared to be armed; and that no reason was assigned for
33

U.S. Census, 1930, Volume 2, Table 6, 103.

Published by STARS, 2022

13

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 96 [2022], No. 4, Art. 2
426

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

the request that they vacate." In other words, why forty-five Filipinos
(many of whom had been there for three years by that point) had
suddenly decided to leave their homes on the request of local citizens was a mystery to Lawrence. He assured Carlton, however, that
his office had "offered protection to the Filipinos if they desire[d]
to return" and that "their lives and property are not jeopardized
in any way and that they are given the protection under the law. "34
The following week, Carlton received a letter from Philippines Commissioner Camilo Osias that touched more directly on
the imperial relationship between the U.S. and the Philippines. As
a Congressional representative of the Philippines, Osias had formally protested the treatment of Filipinos in the United States by
submitting resolutions to Congress calling for the protection of his
countrymen following the Watsonville Riots. In the days after the
Canal Point incident, Osias learned of the violence against Filipinos in Florida not from Carlton or any formal representative of the
Florida government, but from the press and concerned American
citizens, including one Floridian who assured Osias that "Filipinos
on the whole in Florida have been good farmers and attend strictly
to their own business. "35 Osias contacted Carlton to learn more of
the factors leading up to the forceful evacuation and what measures were being taken to ensure the protection of other Filipinos
in Florida. "My main purpose in addressing you at this time is to
plead for increased protection of my countrymen resident in Florida not only in the interest of right and justice, but for the sake of
the proper relations between Americans and Filipinos here and in
the Philippines," Osias informed Carlton in a letter from August
4. 36 Similar to Hurley, Osias used the colonial relationship between
the Philippines and the U.S. to urge for understanding and prevention of further violence. The language of Filipino rights may not
have appealed to a southern governor ltke Carlton, but potential
difficulties in the imperial relationship had more of an effect than
discussions ofracialjustice. On August 18, Carlton replied to Osias
with a firm guarantee to "secure protection" for any Filipinos residing not just in Canal, but in all of Florida. 37
34
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Others from Florida, such as police Captain W.R. Moore
of Gomez (located approximately forty miles from Canal Point
near West Palm Beach), called for protection of the Filipinos not
because they were part of a larger colonial system, but because they
deserved basic rights. When Moore learned of the violence against
the Filipinos a week after the event, he immediately dashed off a
letter to Carlton demanding an answer as to why this "tragedy"
occurred and a promise to secure justice. Moore was so moved by
the Filipinos who were hiding in nearby Indiantown that on July
28 he drove over from his farm to "see them about coming over
to farm on my place." A group of Filipinos accepted the Captain's
offer and decided to work on Moore's farm where they proved to be
"good workers, quite [sic] and well behaved"-Moore and his wife
"liked them very much." 38 Unfortunately, as Moore explained in a
letter to Carlton dated August 8, not everyone in Gomez shared he
and his wife's affection for the Filipinos, if more for their agricultural labor than anything else. Moore recalled, ''Yesterday, a man
told me that they would run them out of here and another party
told me that he had heard talk of the same thing. "39 But Moore
would hear nothing of it and turned to Carlton for help. Moore
considered the Filipinos "citizens of the U.S." and rejected the
notion that "any common drunken bums have any business driving
them out of the country." 40 Likewise, Moore promised to "protect
them as far as I can." Moore closed his letter by begging Carlton
to urge the West Palm Beach Sheriff to take a greater stand against
the harm done to the Filipinos, but also suggested that Carlton
"ask the Attorney General to write an article that I can give to the
papers to publish and make the men that talk of violence see things
a little different, please." 41 For Moore, the Filipinos were not just
colonial subjects-they were citizens and laborers. They deserved
basic protections and rights through their political status as well as
their hard work and cooperation.
Moore's letter was the only one from a resident of Florida
received by Carlton that argued in favor of the Filipinos. Moore was
perhaps a minority based on correspondence with the governor on
the Canal Point incident; however, his description of Filipinos as
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citizens was a testament to the confusing political status of Filipinos
who lived in the United States. The Canal Point incident forced
Carlton to grapple with the rights of Filipinos in his state and their
relationship to labor and the economy.
Meanwhile, resolutions from various Filipinos, workers, and
civil rights organizations from across the nation flooded Carlton's
office. The news of the Canal Point incident travelled far and wide
once the Associated Press picked up the story and garnered cries for
justice and restoration of the Filipinos' violated rights. On August
22, 1932, the Florida Riot Committee (a special group formed by
the Philippines Barristers Association of California, a group of Filipino lawyers and law students) forwarded a petition to Carlton
outlining their views on the violence and whom they believed to
be the perpetrators. The Filipinos were evicted from their homes
"for no other apparent reason than race prejudice" and the "mob
action" was "sanctioned by the Sherriff and other officers," an act
that was "not only a betrayal to their duty, but a repudiation of
organized government." 42 The Committee argued that the actions
of the mob were violations of "the constitutional rights of these
men for their lives, liberty, and property," and because Filipinos
"were not aliens, but nationals of the United States," they were
entitled to the same "rights, immunities, and privileges accorded
to American citizens." 43 Furthermore, the Committee likened the
presence of Filipino workers in the state of Florida to "the presence
of American businessmen, American investors, and American citizens enjoying all the rights, privileges, immunities, and protections
of their properties under the laws of the Philippines Islands. "44 The
Committee called for the "immediate punishment" and removal of
all who had been involved, including the law officers who stood by
and allowed the attacks to happen. If not, the Committee warned,
"the toleration of such mob acfion against Filipinos by either the
State or the Federal authorities invites a possible retaliation on the
part of the Filipinos towards the Americans," an ominous warning
of what would happen if the tables turned in the United States
when Filipinos rioted in America or in the Philippines. 45 The California-based Committee of the Filipino Community also argued
in a petition to Carlton that the "race discrimination manifested
42
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against the Filipino laborers was an attempt to disrupt the growing
unity, better understanding, and the good Filipino-American relationship of the working class." 46 Whether or not working relations
between Filipinos and Americans of the working-class were truly
improving was questionable (considering the previous incidents in
Watsonville); however, the Committee clearly identified the Canal
Point incident as a setback.
The responses of Filipino rights organizations to the Canal
Point incident reflect what the violence meant for rights, race relations, and empire in Florida and beyond. Not only did the War
Department identify what happened to Filipinos in Florida as a serious threat to U.S.-Philippine relations (already somewhat strained
after the Watsonville Riots), but Filipinos argued that Canal Point
was a manifestation of a nationwide problem of discrimination
against their fellow countrymen. The experiences of Filipinos in
Canal Point and the surrounding region drew the attention given
to the plight of Filipinos away from California and connected
southern problems with race relations to those on the West Coast
and imperialism and colonialism more generally. The West Coast
did not have a monopoly on anti-Filipino violence; such incidents
occurred even in Florida and there was potential for similar events
to occur wherever Filipinos settled, even in smaller numbers. The
experiences of Filipinos in Florida were proof that American imperialism was a cancer that affected race relations in the United States.
Leftist organizations also argued that the violence at Canal
Point was a larger attack on racial minorities and workers more
generally. The Sacco and Vanzetti Memorial Meeting based in
Santa Barbara, California, argued in a petition to Carlton that "this
forcible eviction of these Filipino families is a blow at the whole
American working-class." 47 Furthermore, the "race discrimination
manifested against these workers we see as an attempt to disrupt
the growing unity of the working-class in the face of the drive by
the bosses against the workers' standard of living." 48 This was not
an attack solely on Filipinos, but rather a government-sanctioned
attack on workers more generally, a strong message duririg the
early years of the Depression and rising labor activism. The meeting members also held Carlton "responsible for the lives of these
46
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Filipinos and their families ... and see in a legally-sanctioned act
the first step of a drive to expel our Filipino fellow-workers from
Florida, and the beginning of a nation-wide drive of discrimination against Filipino workers. "49 Although the Watsonville Riots
occurred two years before the Canal Point incident, the members
of the Sacco and Vanzetti Memorial Meeting believed that the local
law enforcement's reluctance to become involved in the mob violence was unique in that neither they nor Carlton took any action
to protect the Filipinos in the aftermath. 50 In this way, the Canal
Point incident was perceived as a turning point in a national movement to use government to sanction attacks against Filipinos.
Unfortunately (for both the Filipinos of Florida and Carlton),
the situation grew worse in September when locals attacked the
Filipinos who earlier fled from Canal Point to Indiantown for safety. On September 8th, Osias received a telegram that read: "We
Filipinos driven from Canal Point. We are at Indiantown. People
burned houses. We need Help-signed B.C. Asistin." 51 Osias was
astounded that yet another attack on Filipinos within the same area
had occurred with no notification from the governor or any other
law officials: Osias immediately sent a telegram to Carlton pleading
for the governor to remain true to his promise to "extend protection to the Filipinos of Florida" and to "kindly take steps to prevent
recurrence of destruction of property belonging to them. "52 This
time, Osias also took matters into his own hands and personally
contacted Sheriff William McGee oflndiantown, seeking an explanation for what had happened and looking for details beyond the
vague description provi<_ied by B.C. Astin in his telegram. After
receiving Osias' letter, McGee contacted Carlton, anticipating
Osias' turn to the governor for assistance.
Sheriff McGee's explanation attempted to present a clear
description of what occurred in Indiantown. McGee informed
Carlton that on September 4th, a severe storm rolled through
central Florida and local watchmen displayed the storm signals in
Indiantown warning residents to seek shelter. At some point that
evening, B.C. Asistin, John Smile, Maurice Cabanayan, Alberto
49
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Cabarloc, and Willie Asistin (Filipino sharecroppers) "were warned
to get away from Indiantown, which they did, going to their friends
at Gomez, Florida." 53 Who "warned" the Filipinos and in what tone
remained a mystery. However, when the Filipinos returned to Indiantown the following day, McGee discovered that "some person or
persons unknown to me, went to the Philippines Camp and burned
it up, destroying provisions, etc.," prompting the telegram from
B.C. Astin to Osias. 54 McGee assured Carlton, "In the meantime, I
shall do all in my power to give the Philippinos [sic] the protection
they are entitled to in this country, and I should like to have you
advise me regarding the matter." 55 Carlton responded on September 13, instructing McGee to "make a thorough investigation of
this matter to the end that justice may be done to all. "56
Following the second attack on the Filipinos oflndiantown and
subsequent news dispatches, the Los Angeles chapter of the International Labor Defense (ILD) became interested in the plight of
the Filipinos and what the attack meant for all workers and minorities. Founded in 1925 as the legal arm of the Communist Party of
the United States of America, the ILD frequently engaged in protecting minorities, workers, and radicals in various labor and legal
cases, most notably Italian immigrants Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti and later the Scottsboro Boys of Alabama in during
the 1930s. 57 On September 16, 1932, Elaine Black (secretary of the
Los Angeles chapter of the ILD) penned a letter to Carlton with an
accompanying petition with signatures from "forty-four workers,
of whom some are American Negroes, Japanese, and some Filipinos" who protested against "the forcible eviction of Filipino farmers from Canal Point." 58 "The International Labor Defense fights
against every form of race discrimination and is determined to
53
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expose to the workers the means taken by the boss class to terrorize
all militant workers," Black explained. The attack on Filipinos in
Canal Point was not just racially motivated, but also class motivated
as the planters and the police colluded to push the Filipinos off
the land and jeopardize potential solidarity between the workers
of various races and ethnicities. Black,Japanese, and white workers
from the Los Angeles area signed the petition demanding that the
"workers be allowed to return to their farms and that the State of
Florida pay their return fare" and "the punishment of all involved
in the mob and the removal from office of the police officers who,
by refusing to take any steps to prevent the mob action, sanctioned
it." 59 The petition concluded with the signees pledging "to fight
against all manifestations of race discrimination." 60
For workers' rights organizations like the ILD, the Filipinos of
Canal Point were caught between anti-labor practices in the United States and imperialism abroad. Although American Federation
of Labor leader Samuel Gompers was a noted anti-imperialist, his
arguments stemmed from a fear that Filipinos and other peoples
of annexed territories would create labor competition for the
white, working-class man in America. 61 Such attitudes were common among other labor unions, but as a more radical organization, the ILD argued against imperialism for the damage it caused
to labor relations and the rights of workers, specifically minority
laborers. An attack on Filipino workers was an attack on American
labor and solidarity as a whole, and the Canal Point incident served
as an example of the negative impact of American imperial relations on the treatment of Filipino laborers in the United States.
Consistently seen as racial and political others because of their
status as colonial subjects and Asian immigrants, employers could
easily manipulate and mistreat Filipinos. While many racial and
ethnic minorities received similar treatment in the United States,
the positions of non-citizen laborers were more precarious. Filipinos certainly experienced poor treatment on the West Coast and
in Alaskan canneries; however, the problems the Filipino migrant
laborers, truck farmers, and sharecroppers faced in Florida were
also part of a racial system that did not recognize their rights as
59
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American nationals (if not American citizens). 62 The ILD identified the plight of the Canal Point Filipinos as a larger indication
that the imperial relationship between the United States and the
Philippines resulted in an attack on workers' rights as well as civil
and human rights for all and an undermining of potential racial
solidarity in labor organizing.
Despite the attention the Filipinos of Canal Point received
from the media, rights groups, and the Florida and federal government, there is little information on the outcome of the incident. It
is unclear what happened to the Filipinos who remained in Indiantown following the threats and violence or those who looked to flee
to Cuba for protection. No further attacks on Filipinos in Canal
Point or elsewhere in Florida were reported, but it is difficult to
correlate this to any additional protection of Filipinos provided by
local law enforcement as promised by Carlton. There is also no
mention in state records of any removal of officers or sheriffs as
demanded in numerous resolutions sent to the governor's office
and as occurred earlier with the murder of the Cedar Key Greeks.
Although justice may not have assumed many concrete forms
in Canal Point, the violence directed toward Filipinos in Florida
did not go unnoticed. During the 1930s, the issues of race dovetailed with the issues of imperialism in Florida as the imperial relationship between the United States and the Philippines began to
change. Following more cries for independence after the Watsonville Riots amid growing concerns of American responsibility in the
Philippines and increasing, racist fears of a "Filipino invasion" in
the United States, Congress enacted the Tydings-McDuffie Act in
1934. Under this new legislation, the Philippines became a commonwealth that was still technically under control of the United
States, but whose subjects were now added into the group of Asians
excluded from entering the United States since they were no longer
considered colonial subjects with special privileges. The TydingsMcDuffie Act also placed the Philippines on a ten-year transition
period for gaining independence following the creation of a Filipino Constitution in 1935. As Paul Kramer argues, the transition
from colony to commonwealth and an increasing demand for Filipino independence from Americans came not from a desire to
62
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promote Filipino sovereignty, but rather from a fear of yet another
racial problem. Based on this interpretation, racism and discrimination placed Filipinos on the path to independence. 63
The Canal Point incident complicates this narrative and highlights communications between various U.S. and Filipino representatives, Filipino rights, and racism in the United States. Although
these topics may not have had a direct impact on Congress's decision to enact the Tydings-McDuffie Act and move towards Filipino
independence, the incidents in Florida prompted Americans to
take note of the violence aimed at Filipinos in the United States.
The topic of Filipino rights received growing attention among
activist groups following the incident in Canal Point and government officials viewed the violence as an opportunity to provide
protection to Filipinos in order to preserve the imperial relationship rather than end it. The West Coast was not the only region of
concern for those dedicated to protecting Filipino and minority
rights or for those who worried about how the Canal Point incident
would affect diplomacy between the United States and the Philippines. Although the Filipinos of Canal Point rarely appear in the
history of American imperialism, their experiences and America's
reactions to them made Florida a crucial component in the later
years of American imperialism in the Philippines.
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